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Hale: My Own Private Library

When I was very little, someone had
given my family a large Beatrix Potter
book, filled with all the Peter Rabbit & Co
tales. I remember making my mom read a
story a night to me as I stared at the
illustrations (my favorites being the ones
of the little black Pomeranian and the
cats wearing clothes). I desperately
wanted to read the words on those
pages, but they just didn’t make sense to
me. I learned years later that both my
preschool and kindergarten teachers had
told my parents that they didn’t think I
was ready for the next grade, but they
were going to promote me anyway. A
large reason for their hesitation was that I
couldn’t read. However, I don’t
remember anyone actually teaching me
how to read—until Mr. I’s class.
Mr. I had a long name and told me and his
other first graders to shorten it—a
godsend for me, since I could hardly spell
at all. Like my instructors before him, he
also noticed that I had fallen behind my
peers when it came to words. Unlike the
others, he did something about it. He
encouraged my parents to enroll me in
both an in-school and after-school
program that would help me catch up.
The teachers in these programs gave me the
one-on-one attention I had so desperately
needed. We wrote words on long strips of
paper and then cut them up until I learned how
to sound out each individual part. Something
clicked. Within a few months, I was reading
ferociously. I remember being so proud to read
part of an Amelia Bedelia book to my class. I
started reading as much as I could get my hands
on. This is when my love of libraries and
librarians started. My family and I would go to a
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little branch of the Cobb County Library System
and spend hours there. I worked my way
through all the Laura Ingalls Wilder books, then
all the American Girl books, and then all the
Dear America ones (an early sign that I would
become an archivist, perhaps?).
As I got older, I still read historical fiction, but I
started branching out—YA horror series by
Darren Shan, coming of age novels by Judy
Blume, and then all of the Sarah Dessen books
once I hit middle school. I brought a book with
me everywhere I went, and I still remember my
mom scolding me once for reading in a
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Because of my love for stories, I decided to
do the “Great Books” track in college to
fulfill my general education requirements.
Instead of reading Vampire Academy for
the fourth time, I was reading Plato’s
Republic and the Divine Comedy and
discussing them with my peers. While I
didn’t love every book I had to read for
those seven courses, I still hold them
within me. Every winter, I think of Dmitri
Karamazov’s question about the wee one
being cold in his dream. Whenever I start
to criticize Mrs. Bennet for wanting to
marry off her five daughters, I remember
the words of Mary Wollstonecraft.

restaurant. The books that I read became a part
of me. I was encouraged by a friend’s parent to
read the Percy Jackson books in 8th grade,
which led me to a love of mythology and six
years of Latin. The friends I made in high school
shared the same interest in reading that I did,
and we would swap YA dystopian and vampire
novels amongst us. My college friend group,
which consisted of English, history, and political
science majors, would share the interesting
parts of our studies with each other during our
all-nighters. Later, when I got to graduate
school, I was introduced to the world of
romance novels over glasses of wine by my new
friends.
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Over the years, I have collected these
books that are important to me, mostly
from library book sales and thrift stores
(and that one time that Borders went out
of business—RIP). My personal library
reflects all these stages of my life—from
Beatrix Potter to the Bridgerton books. My
family often gives me grief for the number
of volumes I own, especially when I was
packing them all up in liquor boxes to
transport them to my first big girl
apartment for my first big girl job. But
when I see their titles lined up on the shelves, I
am reminded of how lucky I am. I think of
kindergarten-me who wanted so badly to know
what signs said and who felt afraid to speak up
in class. Who would I be if I hadn’t learned how
to read? Because of books—and a teacher who
took the time to help me—I have lived a
thousand different lives. I became an archivist,
and I now get to share the written word (and
read people’s mail) for a living.
Gabrielle Hale is a processing and reference
archivist at Mercer University Libraries
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